Notochord degeneration in chick embryo: a particular case of developmental cell death?
To define the type of cell death occurring in notochordal tissue, the cytological features of degenerating notochord were studied by transmission electron-microscope in thirty chick embryos from the 20th hour to the 15th incubation day. During the first two days the notochordal cells show nuclei with large nucleoli and cytoplasm with yolk granules, lipid droplets, phagolysosomes and deposits of glycogen. From the 3rd to the 5th incubation day, besides the peculiar vacuolization, disaggregation of the endoplasmic reticulum, transformation of the mitochondrial morphology, and disintegration of the cell membrane are detectable. Nuclei are normal up to advanced stages of cytoplasmic degeneration. On the 6th day a large number of cells are dying and, later on, the tissue disintegrates at the level of the vertebral bodies. Cell death in the notochord does not seem to be classifiable as one of the types of developmental cell death described in literature: the comparison with similar cytological features referred by pathologists as a consequence of metabolic damage, suggests that the degeneration of the notochord may be related to its morphological isolation and thus to trophic deprivation.